Transition in the Therapeutics of Indian Medicine
The period of sixth century B.C. is said to represent the classical age of Indian medicine with the founding of the Atreya School of Medicine and the Dhanvantari School of Surgery. This gave rise to two classes of physicians -one following the school of Atreya (physicians proper) and the other following the school of Dhanvantari (Surgeons).
The shift from archaic medicine to rational therapeutics around the sixth century B. C. involved a shift in the methodology of medical science too. The period was also marked by the emergence of different systems of philosophy which are known to have influenced Ayurvedic theories and concepts. One school of philosophy that developed during the pre -Buddhist days in opposition to the orthodox philosophies was the materialist or the Lokayata schoo l which was attributed to Carvaka as its founder. Its basis was the identification of the soul and the body and the belief in the destruction of the former as a result of the destruction of the body, thus rejecting the concept of reincarnation. With the denial of karma, the school denied the existence of fate and the merits or demerits acquired in previous life. Since materialism was annihilated by Hindusim1, the school did not get a fair chance to develop further. Let us see how the philosophical concepts of materialism were borrowed by the Ayurvedic scholars.
The physicians, as result of the new methodology of science, developed a materialist view of nature and took to direct observation of facts (natural phenomena) and the rational processing of empirical data. They observed a fundamental unity of man and nature, viewing man as a part of nature. Since man was believed to be made up of the same stuff of which everything in nature was made, nothing in nature was considered irrelevant for medical purposes 2 ; the theory occupied a central place in Ayurveda. The transition in the therapeutics was a remarkable feature in the history of Indian medicine.
Ayurveda and the Priestly Ideology
Since the physicians of ancient India viewed everything in terms of matter, they were placed near the Lokayatas, who were regarded as heretics by the Indian law givers for rejecting the theory of Karma and reincarnation 3 . The school also declared the rituals of Brahmans a fraud and rejected the concept of supernaturalism; it declared that the endeavour to propitiate gods through religious ceremonies, as mentioned in the Vedic literature is illusive.
Subsequently, the physicians' rejection of scriptural declaration went against the ideology of the priestly authorities. As Chattopadhyaya remarks, "the emphasis on supreme importance of knowledge based on direct observation was enough to annoy the spokesmen of orthodoxy, because it left hardly any scope for their advocacy for the implicit faith in the scriptures" 4 .
Another significant feature of ancient Indian medicine that was disfavoured by the authorities was the former's emphasis on dissection of corpse without which, as Susruta claims, the knowledge of anatomy was incomplete and unsatisfactory. But we find that contact with dead bodies was tabooed by the law -givers in ancient India and any one who touched them was to submit to purification by baths and religious ceremonies. Study of anatomy was, as a result, tendered very difficult, thus creating obstacles for the progress of medical science.
As a result of the new methodology of medical science, the doctors came under strong condemnation from the religious orthodoxy and medical practice was then sought to be restricted to the base -born people in the hierarchical society. So also the art of rhinoplasty and bone -setting, though reflecting the medical knowledge of these physicians, suffered a decline as a consequence of the growing prejudice against dissection of human cadaver.
Legal Contempt for Ayurvedic
Physicians : Continued Attack on Indian Medicine.
The leagal contempt for ancient medicine and its practitioners can be traced as far back as the sixth century B.C. 5 , as is also evidenced by the law -codes of the earliest group of Indian law-givers represented by Apastamba, Gautama and Vasistha. The entire legal literature, starting from the Christian era to the period of Manu, indicates a strong contempt for the emphasis laid on empirical knowledge in Ayurveda. The very presence of ancient physicians, according to Manu, was believed to destroy the sanctity of sacrifice for which reason the surgeons were not allowed at sacrificial ceremonies.
In the words of Chattopadhyaya, "medicine was regarded as too derogatory a profession to be followed by any member of a privileged class or the dvijas, and was finally entrusted on the base -born offspirings 6 of Aryans.
But in spite of the weighty evidence adduced by several authors to show that Ayurveda was being downgraded by orthodoxy, a few points in clarification ought to be made. We fail to find in the works of these authors any criticism against the Ayurvedic texts as such. Therefore, it is not fantastic to assume that it was not the craft of Ayurveda that the orthodoxy was against but that the latter was making sure that the Vaids did not claim a superior position in the social hierarchy. To this effect, the beliefs on pollution and purity were activated which, in turn, further pushed. Status -seeking vaids away from conducting renewed investigation in the science of medicine. The Ayurvedic physicians thus became, with the passage of time, the purveyors of the healing artmuch like the Hippocratic physicians in ancient Greece.
Development of State in India and its
Reaction to Indian Medicine.
Indian society at the time of Aryan invasions was simple and was comprised of the warriors, priests and the common people. Gradually, the hierarchical varna system came into existence -based on the hierarchy of occupation which then dominated the entire society. With the passage of time, the transition from nomadic pastoralism to a settled agrarian economy led to the emergence of a trading community. It was in the sixth century B. C., that contradictions began to develop between the settled tribal organizations (republican areas) and the new political phenomenon, the monarchy. The founders of the two great religiousBuddhism and Jainism -belonged to one of these republics. Since the monarchs followed the Brahmanical theories, they were reviled in rural areas which, incidentally, had active supporters of Buddhism. This may have led to the increasing disputes between the monarchs and the followers of its rival faith.
Of all the occupations during the time of Buddha, the doctor's profession appears to have been valued the most, as is evidenced by the frequent appreciative mention of the activities of a doctor called Jivaka during the period 7 .
As a reaction to ancient medicine and its methodology, the Brahmanical ideology declared Taxila, a famous centre for the cultivation of medical science, impure.
With Buddha advocating Ayurvedic medicine, what remains to be discussed is the manner and the extent to which the succeeding rulers patronized this system of medicine.
Support to Ayurvedic Physicians by the Buddhist Rulers in Ancient India
In the post -Vedic period, we find several changes in the political climate of the country. With the support lent to Buddhism, the latter came to establish firm roots in India. But the Brahmans never accepted the growth of the Buddhist faith.
The region of Ashoka is important from the point of view of medical history as he initiated the establishment of hospitals all over the country. All branches of Ayurveda had spread to foreign lands through Buddhist monks of the period.
Following the Greeks and the Sakas, both the whom patronized Buddhism, the Kushanas too adopted the same as their religion. Nagarjuna, a great exponent of Mahayana doctrine of Buddhism, and Carak, celebrated physicians, are known to have existed at the time; the latter, in Chinese sources, appears as the court physician to King Kanishka. Perhaps, a significant achievement of Indian medical practitioners in ancient India had been the inclusion of metals in the Ayurvedic pharmacopoeia, initiated by Nagarjuna. This is yet another evidence of the Ayurvedic physicians existing at the royal courts. Since the Brahmanical ideology was opposed by the Buddhists, the very fact of these physicians receiving State patronage may have intensified the former's hostility to vaids.
The succeeding rulers, the Guptas, also showed interest in medicine which found expression in the increasing number of compilations brought out during the period. Important Ayurvedic texts, Caraka and Susruta Samhitas, are believed to have been reacted in this period. But what is worth nothing is that there was a continuous compilation and renovations of earlier texts -with little knowledge of any significance.
An interesting feature of the Gupta and post -Gupta periods was the constant compilation and redaction of medical works by earlier men of science; nevertheless, these do not appear to be free from Brahmanical bias -all these texts were rewritten an underlining of the Brahman viewpoint.
Summing up:
To sum up, for Chattopadhyaya, what proved fatal to Indian medicine in the ancient period was the offering of ransoms by medical practitioners in the eyes of the Indian orthodoxy, thus making their compilations acceptable to them. This was believed to have been the most serious internal cause accounting for the complete decadence of Indian medicine. But we know that there were practicing Vaids in Hindu courts as well, some of whom were known Ayurvedic exponents. This was probably related to the fact that Hinduism and Buddhism were commonly patronized by ancient Indian rulers.
It is agreed that there was some degrees of concession to religious orthodoxy in ancient India but the paradigm of Ayurvedic medicine remained the same. To elaborate, the practice of medicine and the humoral theory were left unaltered, though practice of dissection fell into the background. Moreover, compilation work in the Gupta and post -Gupta periods did not result in any new knowledge and as such no significant addition characterized the medical compendia of the period.
It should also be said that those Ayurvaids who listened closely to the objections of the orthodoxy, in all likelihood, distanced themselves from polluting agents or how else could they have been so enthusiastically patronized by several royal Hindu courts. The fact, however, remains that the Ayurvedic texts remained, in the pharmacopoeiac essentials, unaltered with the passage of time from the days they were originally conceived. The use of religious metaphor here or the dropping of an onreligious preceptor there did not alter substantially the contents of the codified texts of Ayurveda. Therefore, and this is my final point, though Ayurveda was patronized by the State, this did not lead to the regeneration of the science of medicine. Can we then say that the State often patronises an art after it has been estranged by science? Can we then also say that State patronage does not necessarily rejuvenate a science?
